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A comparison of children’s needs models in 
the Australian and Chinese context 
ABSTRACT 
The diverse needs of children have been drawing global attention from 
both academic and practical communities. Based on semi-structured 
interviews with 23 kin caregivers and five school personnel in the 
Shijiapu Town of Jilin province, China, we developed a needs model for 
rural school-age children left behind by their migrant parents. This paper 
compares this Chinese model with the needs identification mechanism 
developed by the Australian Research Alliance for Children and Youth 
(ARACY). The paper outlines the common needs of children in different 
contexts, and also highlights the needs that are not explicit in the 
ARACY framework. We make further contributions regarding the 
relationships among different needs, aspects that are missing in the 
ARACY framework. In particular, this paper argues the importance of 
cultural sensitivity in defining need.   
KEYWORDS 
Children left behind, children’s needs, kinship care, needs model, rural 
children 
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INTRODUCTION 
Recent years have witnessed increasing attention by government to understanding and 
addressing children’s needs. Several Western countries, such as the UK and Australia, 
have developed needs frameworks aimed to assist children and their families in need. 
These needs frameworks provide holistic constructions of children’s needs, which are 
essential for improving the wellbeing of disadvantaged and vulnerable children in 
particular (Department of Health, 2000). Although each society and community has its 
own political, economic, and sociocultural contexts, a comparative picture of global 
child welfare systems is valuable in terms of examining different people’s conceptions 
and responsibilities in promoting children’s wellbeing (Gilbert et al., 2011). 
The current child protection system in Australia is overwhelmed by a large numbers of 
notifications of alleged child abuse and neglect as suggested by recent inquiries (Lonne 
et al., 2012). The struggle in meeting these children’s needs has contributed to the 
development of the Common Approach to Assessment, Referral and Support Taskforce, 
which features a shift towards prevention rather than addressing risks that have already 
occurred (Australian Research Alliance for Children and Youth, 2010). Along with the 
new approach, the ARACY developed a needs identification mechanism that comprises 
six wellbeing domains. This child-centred mechanism is currently being trialled in a 
number of communities to assist any professional practitioners working with children to 
provide children and their families with appropriate services. In this paper, we use term 
‘mechanism’ to distinguish the ARACY’s work. It should be noted that, however, we 
also use term ‘framework’ which refers to general models, including the Chinese model 
developed in this study.  
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As one of the fastest developing countries, China has not hitherto developed any needs 
or rights framework in child welfare (Human Rights in China, 2005), and there has been 
little specific research done in this area. Different from Western alternative care which 
involves statutory child protection agencies, most Chinese children in foster care are 
orphans or abandoned children without abuse or neglect experiences (Zhong, 2004). In 
China, much of social care and support is informal. And, in some cases, is even self-
initiated or self-financed (Tsang et al., 2008). Therefore, it is unsurprising that formal 
kinship care is still excluded from the state’s alternative care practice. Despite kinship 
care’s missing role, informal kinship care has been the main form of alternative care for 
children left behind in rural areas by their parents who have sought out higher-paid 
work in the cities (Ye et al., 2010).  
The 58 million Chinese children left behind (All-China Women's Federation, 2007) and 
their unmet needs require the state’s response to address emerging needs. These 
children are left in local communities and cared for by their relatives without the 
government’s involvement in the care arrangements. While local Chinese research in 
this area is increasing, most studies have focused on specific impacts of parents’ 
migration on children (Hu et al., 2011, Ye and Pan, 2011, Li, 2002, Tang and Lu, 2006, 
Xu, 2009). This paper examines the holistic needs of children in a Chinese context, and 
compares these with those in the ARACY needs identification mechanism. It can be 
argued that the findings may help to guide policy makers and service provision in both 
Chinese and Western societies, given the increased use of kinship care (Dunne and 
Kettler, 2006). The following section starts with a theoretical discussion on human 
needs, which underpins our comparison between two cultural contexts.  
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MULTIPLE POSSIBILITIES OF CONSTRUCTING CHILDREN’S 
NEEDS  
We used a social constructionism paradigm to explore the needs of Chinese children. 
Within social constructionism, all forms of knowledge are historically and culturally 
specific, which means to understand participants’ knowledge, we must not only 
associate it with the time, but also locate it within the cultural context (Burr, 2003), in 
this study the Chinese context. This context is central to the construction of children’s 
needs (Rodwell, 1998), and it shapes the interplay between participants’ views and 
children’s needs.  
Needs is a extensive concept, ranging from physical requirements for human beings’ 
survival to participating in social interaction, an essential element for all human beings 
living in a given society (Langan, 1998). Researchers Doyal and Gough (1991) stress 
that social policies cannot function well without taking human needs into consideration. 
This view is supported by other scholars, such as Percy-Smith (1996) and Thompson 
(2009),  who both acknowledge the fundamental role of definitions of needs in public 
services, and highlight its importance for social justice. However, the concept of need is 
more complicated and controversial than it initially seems to be.  
One of the disputes over needs is focused on epistemology, that is, on the way needs are 
constructed and understood. Thomson (1987) considers need as objective in terms of its 
discoverable traits. By contrasting fundamental with instrumental needs, he concludes 
that needs are vague but not necessarily relative. Similarly, in their view of needs, 
Doyal and Gough (1991) list two universal human needs, namely physical health and 
autonomy. They believe that these needs are independent of individual preferences, 
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although people’s understandings of needs may vary under diverse circumstances. With 
respect to specific needs, they further argue that specific human needs are objective, 
since these are the basic needs that support survival and development of human beings.  
Nevertheless, since needs are always located in a society and social context, we can 
hardly regard needs as a fixed essence. Rather, needs are constructed by people during 
their social interactions, and are always prone to change from time to time, from culture 
to culture (Thompson, 2009). Even in the same society, the needs of an individual are 
also relative to other members. In other words, society members have different 
expectations of the extent to which their needs should be met. These relative needs are 
important, since, more often than not, it makes some essential needs become negotiable. 
Even the amount of calories taken in can be dependent on what others are expecting of 
you. For example, besides the amount needed for survival, a person needs more calories 
if he or she intends to engage in social life when other people are all playing sports 
(Goodin, 1990). 
In accordance with social constructionism, we adopted a relative position to compare 
Australian and Chinese needs models, which allows perspectives from both Western 
and Asian cultures. As found in the present study, even basic care can be interpreted 
differently across these two cultures. This confirms the viewpoints of Ware and Goodin 
(1990), who argue that water, food, and shelter are all essential for human beings. 
However, what individuals need, and the extent to which they need, do vary according 
to different physical and social environments. 
Along with commonly shared ones with adults, children generally have their own needs 
which have been attracting increasing global debate (Kabeer et al.). In order to function 
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well and eventually develop into adults, children’s physical, emotional, social and 
intellectual needs should all be satisfied. Pringle (1993) categorises children’s 
developmental needs into four aspects, the need for: love and security; new experiences; 
praise and recognition; and responsibility. She maintains that these needs are 
interrelated and should be met from the early stage and throughout children’s whole life 
course. It should be noted, however, that Pringle’s viewpoint on these needs is based on 
her experiences in a Western society, which cannot be wholly transferred to other 
cultures. For instance, children’s need for new experiences, especially exploration, is 
not well recognised in collectivistic cultures (Yeo, 2003), such as China. 
Scholars Brazelton and Greenspan (2000) are well known for their work on child 
development and health, and they identify ‘seven irreducible needs’ of children: 
ongoing nurturing relationships; physical protection, safety, and regulation; experiences 
tailored to individual differences; developmentally appropriate experiences; limit setting, 
structure, and expectations; stable, supportive communities and cultural continuity; and 
protecting the future. The last two domains are well suited within an ecological 
perspective, which emphasises both community’s and culture’s roles in children’s 
development. 
THE NEEDS OF CHILDREN IN CARE  
Besides examining the general population, some researchers also address the issue of 
children in formal alternative care, concluding that children in care often experience 
problems. These children tend to have complex physical, emotional, and developmental 
needs (Simms and Halfon, 1994, Rosenbach et al., 2000), and problems are often found 
in their health and general wellbeing (Parton, 2006). For example, Dania and Dimitra 
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(2007) examined 122 Australian children living in care and found them to have 
unacceptable levels of poor health. In the USA, children in care are more likely to have 
mental health and substance abuse issues than other Medicaid children (Rosenbach et al., 
2000).  
In addition to health needs, much of the evidence indicates that many children in care do 
not succeed educationally (Parton, 2006, Andrea et al., 2004, Tracey, 2007). In an 
American study by Grant (2000), around 66% of the 44 children referred for schooling 
problems had difficulties in concentration. By reviewing 308 American case files, Zetlin, 
Weinberg, and Kimm (2003) found that the majority of children in foster care were 
diagnosed with academic and behaviour problems. Moreover, neither caregivers nor 
case workers were well equipped with sufficient information about their educational 
needs. 
Compared with foster care, kinship care is still a relatively new area but has drawn 
increasing academic attention. Existing studies focused on formal kinship care for 
children who have been neglected or abused have identified two main advantages of 
kinship care in meeting children’s needs. First, kinship care features caregiver’s special 
commitment, which facilitates a stable and child-focused environment. Many caregivers 
shoulder the responsibility of care because they want to meet their related children’s 
needs and provide them with a sense of belonging (Mason, 2002, Gleeson et al., 2008, 
Harris and Skyles, 2008). According to Farmer and Moyers (2008), significantly fewer 
kinship care placements are disrupted when caregivers are highly committed to the 
children.  
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Second, kinship care alleviates deleterious effects that children’s parents may have on 
them (Worrall, 2001), and ameliorates the difficulties and trauma they experience 
throughout placement (Berrick, 1997). A study on African-American families by Brown, 
Cohon, and Wheeler (2002) found that maltreated children benefit from the security 
provided by kin network. This finding has been confirmed by an Australian study by 
Downie, Hay, Horner, Wichmann, and  Hislop (2010), who identified several protective 
factors of kinship care for children’s mental health, including security and safety, love, 
care and belonging, as well as family contact. In the long run, the relationships that 
children develop with multiple relatives are conducive to children’s wellbeing and play 
an important role in constructing a good childhood (Abebe and Aase, 2007).  
In spite of the commonly agreed benefits of kinship care, there have been some 
contradictory viewpoints regarding its perceived preference over foster care. For 
example, by comparing 29 American kin caregivers with 33 traditional foster parents, 
Berrick (1997) concludes that children who live with their kin were less emotionally 
traumatised than those in foster care. However, the latter group have more living space 
at home than children in kinship care. Another American comparative study found that 
many kin families receive substantially less services than foster families, which limits 
their capacity for meeting children’s needs (Gibbs et al., 2006).  
THE ARACY NEEDS IDENTIFICATION MECHANISM   
Whether in foster care or kinship care, the complex needs of these children have made 
researchers rethink the institutional efforts which aim to safeguard and promote their 
wellbeing. While comparing child welfare systems in ten Western countries, Gilbert et 
al. (2011) presented two primary orientations, namely child protection and family 
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service. To better balance these two different attempts, they also proposed a child-
focused orientation, which sheds light on children’s overall development and wellbeing 
rather than harm or abuse. Interestingly, this new orientation is consistent with the 
ARACY needs identification mechanism.  
Derived from Bronfenbrenner’s social-ecological approach, the ARACY needs 
identification mechanism is child-centred. It was developed to assist with universal 
service providers’ understandings of children’s life, which means it applies to all the 
children and their families in Australia. Different from traditional child protection 
frameworks, this approach aims to identify children’s needs and prevent them from 
being harmed at an early stage. As seen in Figure 1, the six domains of children’s needs 
within this framework include: physical health; mental health and emotional wellbeing; 
safety; material wellbeing; learning and development; and relationships.  
Children’s needs in the ARACY needs identification mechanism are constructed across 
three spheres in a wheel, namely child, family to community. Under each domain, there 
are a few example indicators of relevant strengths and needs. Taking learning and 
development as an example, at the child level, their needs include enjoyment of learning 
and age-appropriate development. At the family level, children’s needs extend to 
reading to children and attendance at school/college. At the broadest level, namely 
community, children needs involve sports and leisure activities. This wheel is designed 
to be adjustable, however, and it is suggested that extra attention should be given to 
special interest groups including Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people 
(Australian Research Alliance for Children and Youth, 2010).  
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Figure 1: The ARACY needs identification mechanism (Australian Research Alliance 
for Children and Youth, 2010). 
 
The practical base and broad utilization of the ARACY needs identification mechanism 
inspired us to look into a needs model from another cultural perspective. As reviewed 
previously, most studies measure children’s needs by quantitative approaches, but little 
attention has been paid to subjective constructions of children’s needs such as health 
(Stanley, 2007). This study partially fills this gap by developing a Chinese needs model 
through examining participants’ subjective experiences. The new model is informed by 
the views of kin caregivers and school personnel and the actions they take to address the 
needs of school-age children left behind in rural China.  
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RESEARCH METHODS   
This study adopted a purposive sampling strategy to explore the experiences of kin 
caregivers and school personnel in rural areas of Shijiapu Town. Shijiapu is a medium-
sized town in Northeast China. The total area of Shijiapu is around 202 km², including 
15 villages and one central community. It has a population of around 35, 000 and most 
residents live in rural areas (Lishu County Government). While traditional agriculture is 
the main economic base in Shijiapu, industries such as cement and ethanol production 
and water bottling also contribute to the local economy and employment. We chose 
Shijiapu as sample site partly because the Central Primary School in the town has been 
awarded as a National Level Demonstrative School for its outstanding work with 
children left behind.   
Participants were recruited with the help of local authority, which was approved within 
the ethics application at the Queensland University of Technology. It was ensured that 
all the information collected from participants was confidential and no authority figures 
were aware of who participated in this study. 
A total of 23 kin caregivers from 19 households took part in semi-structured interviews. 
The caregivers ranged in age from 42 to 71 years old.  Among these caregivers, 22 of 23 
were children’s grandparents, and the other was the child’s uncle who also lived with 
the child’s grandmother. The time period that caregivers had cared for the children 
ranges from two to 13 years. Most (16) caregivers were children’s paternal grandparents. 
Almost all caregivers made their living on the farm, and some of them also worked 
temporarily in the city. Based on each caregivers’ consent,  the lead author conducted 
two rounds of interviews with most (16) of them.  
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The first interview was about 30 minutes long, and elicited the information about the 
caregivers’ family background, with the second interview taking around one and a half 
hours to complete and exploring the caregivers’ understandings of children’s needs. To 
avoid restricting participants’ own constructions to the framework, they were firstly 
asked open-ended questions such as ‘What comes to your mind when I say children’s 
needs?’  The interview direction then followed participants’ initial answers rather than 
prepared questions.  The ARACY needs identification mechanism was used as an 
alternative approach, which aimed to gather information about formal themes that 
participants did not mention. 
Five school personnel, including two senior staff and three frontline teachers, were also 
invited to our interviews. These interviews lasted around one hour, and questions were 
more focused on school personnel’s reflections and school resources available to 
children left behind.  
All the interviews were audio recorded and transcribed verbatim. Nvivo 9 was used to 
facilitate data analysis, including searching, linking and categorising data, as well as 
keeping a record of our thinking (Weitzman, 2008). The manual process of identifying 
prevailing themes and developing the needs model was guided by an Interpretative 
Phenomenological Analysis approach (Smith et al., 2009). Smith et al. (2009) developed 
several stages in the analysis of text, which enabled us to locate the themes and interpret 
participants’ accounts in a particular context.  
The initial analysis stage involved close reading and noting. This was an exploratory 
step, so our comments were not just focused on children’s needs, but also included our 
reflections on participants’ roles as well as the broader context. At the next stage, we 
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developed diverse themes based on the exploratory notes described above (Smith et al., 
2009). This process was more about selecting participants’ accounts and categorising 
them as instances of particular themes with relevant meanings. The emergent themes 
then were categorised and connected to each other. Various strategies were used to find 
the patterns among diverse themes, especially those relevant to children’s needs. From 
this point, needs were categorised according to their functions or meanings for 
children’s development. After constant pattern searching across all the cases, children’s 
needs were eventually categorised into eight super-ordinate themes.  
FINDINGS: THE NEEDS MODEL OF CHINESE SCHOOL-AGE 
CHILDREN LEFT BEHIND  
The needs of Chinese school-age children left behind constructed by participants 
includes (1) emotional needs and mental health, (2) relationships, (3) empowerment and 
agency, (4) safety, (5) education, (6) basic care, (7) physical health, and (8) personal 
development. Figure 2 provides the diagrammatical relationships among these eight 
themes.  
There are two general needs in this model, namely basic care and physical health. These 
needs are essential for all Chinese children regardless of whether or not they have been 
left behind, and cover a variety of living conditions. These conditions are mostly 
physical in terms of their functions to children’s survival as human beings (Doyal and 
Gough, 1991). However, the functional aspects of these needs do not necessarily mean 
they are objective; Rather, children’s needs are subjective. For example, personal 
hygiene, as part of children’s basic care in this study, is closely associated with ‘saving 
face’ culture in China (Thompson, 2009).  
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In the centre of the model, two major sections of children’s needs are highlighted. The 
first one centres around relationships, which also includes emotional needs and mental 
health, empowerment and agency, and safety. These needs are placed within the same 
box, because they all capture children’s specific situations due to separation from their 
parents. Children’s relationships with different groups, especially with their parents, 
influence other needs in the green box.  
Participants said that, since children left behind are not cared for by their parents, they 
can be adversely affected and present as being timid and emotionally vulnerable. In this 
case, children left behind not only need alternative attachment figures to address their 
emotional loss, but also need appropriate understanding and encouragement from adults. 
These emotional needs result from the interruption of children’s immediate ties to their 
parents (Bowlby, 1980). Similarly, this interruption underpins the perceived needs for 
caregivers’ extra care and love, which can be found in their agency and safety 
considerations.  It should be noted that the interactions between relationships and the 
other three needs go two ways. When children’s emotional needs and mental health are 
addressed well, they are apt to develop close relationships with their alternative 
attachment figure, namely kin caregivers in this study.  
The red box in Figure 2 indicates how caregivers highlighted education’s central 
meaning to children’s development. Along with children’s other needs above, it 
underpins children’s personal development. Education is seen as the first priority for 
most Chinese children (Wang, 2008), including children left behind in this study. 
Although children left behind have diverse needs, their education is seen as superior to 
other needs. In some cases, children’s needs reportedly conflict with each other, and 
other needs are compromised to meet children’s need for education. 
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Figure 2: The needs model of Chinese school-age children left behind 
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DISCUSSION 
The Similarities and Differences between Two Models 
As stated previously, the ARACY needs identification mechanism developed for child 
and family services in Australia covers six different domains (Australian Research 
Alliance for Children and Youth, 2010). In contrast, the needs model developed in this 
study involves eight themes. Putting aside the differences of nomenclature, the similar 
themes found are: emotional needs and mental health, relationships, safety, basic care, 
physical health, and personal development. Besides these ones, this study also 
developed two new themes which particularly captured Chinese participants’ 
understandings, namely empowerment and agency, as well as education. The 
comparison between these two models is shown in Table 1.  
Generally speaking, the six domains of the ARACY needs identification mechanism are 
similar to those in this study. However, it is notable that the detailed sub-themes are 
different to some extent.  For instance, the mental health and emotional wellbeing in the 
ARACY needs identification mechanism is focused on children and other family 
members’ emotions and mental health. The indicators are mostly concerned with 
whether the children are happy (or calm). The sub-themes found in this study, on the 
other hand, were more associated with children’s inner worlds. These inner worlds are 
reflected through children’s mood and cognition, which differ across different ages. 
Some of these sub-themes revealed caregivers’ understandings of children’s positions, 
which highlighted children’s specific needs due to their parents’ absence.    
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Table 1: A comparison between the ARACY needs identification mechanism and the 
needs model of Chinese school-age children left behind 
  The ARACY needs 
identification mechanism 
The Chinese model of 
school-age children left 
behind 
Common themes Mental health and 
emotional wellbeing 
Emotional needs and 
mental health 
Relationships Relationships  
Safety Safety 
Material wellbeing Basic care 
Physical health Physical health 
Learning and development Personal development 
New themes  Empowerment and agency  
 Education 
 
Children’s need for relationships was found to be very similar across the two models. 
These relationships mainly involve caregivers, children’s parents, other relatives, peers, 
and teachers. A notable difference in caregivers’ accounts is children’s need for a strong 
sense of belonging. This need is located within the relationship needs domain in the 
ARACY needs identification mechanism, while it is considered as part of children’s 
emotional needs and mental health in this study. The reasons that children left behind 
came into kinship care are different from those of Western countries, with the latter 
usually involving parents’ abuse or neglect of the children. Many children in this study 
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had already lived with their kin caregivers before they were left behind. And, therefore, 
their sense of belonging was naturally developed through an extended family 
environment. The concept of belonging, in this regard, extends beyond children’s 
relationships with the two groups, namely children’s parents and kin caregivers.   
In the ARACY needs identification mechanism, children’s safety needs involve both 
children’s behaviours and the environments they encounter. Similar needs have been 
also found in this study, as participants reported a variety of safety considerations. 
These protective considerations not only involved physical environments where 
children resided, but also involved children’s interactions with others, especially their 
peers.   
Unsurprisingly, children’s need for basics of life such as clothes and food are found in 
both models. However, the ARACY needs identification mechanism uses the term 
‘material wellbeing’. This term is slightly different from basic care, as it also involves 
children’s physical space and housing.  Children’s need for basic care developed in this 
study in a rural location, on the other hand, specifically includes the need for personal 
hygiene. As some participants indicated, addressing this need not only ensures children 
are clean and tidy, but also avoids children being teased by others. As stated previously, 
this consideration arises from a strong Chinese culture, namely, saving face.  
Both models address children’s physical health needs at different levels, ranging from 
children’s personal care to health services. Some of these needs are also related to 
children’s needs for food, in terms of nutrition. Most participants in this study equated 
‘being healthy’ with ‘no illness’. Therefore, they reported children’s need for 
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immunisations, which can be also found in physical health in the ARACY needs 
identification mechanism.  
In the ARACY model, there is a need named ‘learning and development’. It is a broad 
concept, which mainly involves children’s schooling, but also relates to their social 
development. Within the ARACY model, education is an important part of children’s 
learning and development. In addition to children’s need for activities which can be 
found in both models, the model developed in this study also captured some needs 
specific to the Chinese context, such as guidance for moral development. We used 
personal development in this study rather than learning and development, because it 
better reflects Chinese participants’ expectations of children left behind based on local 
norms and values, especially traditional Confucianism. Children’s personal 
development needs have been seen differently across the two models. 
Empowerment and agency mainly refers to adults’ respect and entitlement for children’s 
preferences and choices in their own lives. It is not explicit in the ARACY needs 
identification mechanism, although it can be inferred in children’s relationships with 
adults. This need has been reported by most Chinese participants and is seen as essential 
for children whose parents are not immediately available to advocate for them. Most 
caregivers emphasised children’s vulnerability due to the separation from their parents. 
And, therefore, they had great respect for children’s individual preferences and voices. 
According to these caregivers, respecting children’s individual preferences even 
contributed to emotional wellbeing by relieving children’s anxiety and making them 
happy. Most participants also valued rational communication, through which children 
were able to express their viewpoints and be treated with respect. Caregivers strongly 
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believed children need to be informed and persuaded rather than punished and 
controlled.    
Education is found in both needs models. In the ARACY needs identification 
mechanism, education is part of children’s learning and development. However, it was 
developed as a key theme and separated from personal development in this study 
because of the prominence that participants gave it. Influenced by Confucianism, most 
Chinese caregivers described the hardship of rural life, and they hoped children left 
behind could avoid being subsistence farmers when they grew up. Almost all the 
caregivers highly valued education, because it was seen as enabling the children to live 
an urban life that was better than that offered locally. In this regard, education was seen 
as the first priority for children left behind. As some caregivers indicated, some of 
children’s other needs could be compromised to guarantee educational achievement. For 
instance, children’s need for education was found to influence their living arrangements, 
which further affected their need for relationships. Some caregivers let the children live 
with their teachers in the week, because they were not always capable of tutoring 
children at home. These caregivers felt reluctant to make this arrangement, but it was 
seen as beneficial and necessary for children’s academic achievement.  
Context: A Critical Consideration on Understanding Children’s Needs   
Generally, the needs in the two models were found to be similar, with most of these 
being rooted in children’s fundamental needs as human beings, ranging from physical 
care to emotional wellbeing. These needs not only involve children as individuals, but 
also relate to their family and local communities. In addition to these similarities, 
however, the Chinese model developed in this study also offers new knowledge, 
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particularly about the specific needs of children left behind as constructed by their kin 
caregivers who lived in this rural community. 
First of all, the ARACY needs identification mechanism aims to help any professional 
who works with Australian children and families that need support. This study, however, 
has been focused on the children left behind, so participants’ understandings inevitably 
captured the specific aspects of the informal kinship care situation. For example, along 
with deep love for children left behind, caregivers also expressed their sympathy. Thus, 
some caregivers were less strict with the children in order to avoid making them upset 
or anxious. These negative emotions due to children’s separations from their parents are 
also documented in Western studies (Pringle, 1993, Brazelton and Greenspan, 2000). 
Another notable finding from the comparison is the impact of culture and social-
political context on our understandings of needs models. The ARACY needs 
identification mechanism does include the impact of context on children’s needs, 
however, it fails to specifically consider cultural impact, which is fundamental to fully 
understanding both caregivers and children’s inner worlds (Burr, 2003). Chinese people, 
as found in this study, are known as extremely sensitive to face saving compared with 
people from other cultures (Gilbert and Tsao, 2000). In Chinese culture, ‘face’ presents 
an individual’s moral character which is supposed to be recognised by the society. A 
sense of guilt emerges once someone has lost his/her face (Jin, 1992). Caregivers’ 
accounts demonstrate the value placed on children left behind’s honour and prestige. In 
this regard, their understandings of children’s needs are not only limited to home 
environment, but also involve children’s relationships with others, especially their peers. 
For caregivers, part of their responsibility is to keep children away from potential 
23 
 
negative judgments, and make sure these children’s self-esteem is well protected. This 
is especially the case when the children’s parents are divorced.  
CONCLUSION  
A comparison between Australian and Chinese models deepens our understandings of 
children’s needs. The needs of children left behind found in this study are specific to the 
rural context as well as Chinese culture such as Confucianism. The ARACY needs 
identification mechanism, on the other hand, is a well designed framework which 
targets all the Australian children and their families. It is simple yet holistic in the way 
children’s needs are constructed. It should be noted that, however, since Australia is one 
of the most multicultural countries in the world, extra caution should be given when 
applying this framework, especially among Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
children. As found in the Chinese needs model, culture not only influences local 
people’s way of constructing and interpreting children’s needs, but also influences the 
relationships among these needs. In other words, children’s needs can be prioritised and 
further affect each other, and this feature is yet to be presented in the ARACY needs 
identification mechanism.  
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